
  CHAPTER 1


  Brooklyn


  MY FIRST MEMORY IN life is going to Ebbets Field in the summer of 1950.


  I was almost six, and the ballpark was a twenty-minute walk from our second-story apartment in the Flatbush section of Brooklyn. We walked in on the first-base side of Ebbets Field, and more than sixty years later, I can still see the colors vividly in my mind’s eye. The grass was a stunning shade of green. The red-brown infield dirt. The uniforms that seemed almost too white to be real—what Vin Scully has described through the years as “wedding cake white.”


  I remember everything about Ebbets Field. I remember the signage at the bottom of the right field wall. And I remember the faces of the players. Jackie Robinson, taking infield practice. Duke Snider and Pee Wee Reese, walking out from the dugout to the batting cage.


  But there was another image I remember from that day, above the field. From time to time I would turn around and look at an enclosure that was just below and attached to the upper deck. My father told me that was the Dodgers’ broadcast booth.


  The Dodgers were playing the Cardinals, and I really don’t remember if they won or lost. It didn’t matter. By the time we left, I was enthralled. I wanted to come back to Ebbets Field the next day, and the next day, and the day after that.


  A few months later, my father took me to Madison Square Garden for a hockey game. It was a Saturday afternoon, and the New York Rovers of the Eastern Hockey League were playing the Atlantic City Seagulls. (I was too young to go to a Rangers game, since they only played on Sunday and Wednesday nights—school nights.) We got to the Garden early, before the teams had even come out to warm up. We took our seats in the corner of the lower part of the balcony, and again, just like when I walked into Ebbets Field, I was transfixed by the scene.


  The combination of the lighting and the just-resurfaced rink made the ice shimmer. As was the case with my first baseball game, I don’t remember who won, but it was the ambience, the environment, the whole package—that’s what stuck with me.


  More than sixty years later, it still does.


  MY PARENTS WERE BOTH teenagers when I was born. They met at Midwood High School in Brooklyn and got married before they graduated. Our apartment in Brooklyn had one bedroom. When I was four, my brother David was born. He and I shared the bedroom and my parents had a Castro Convertible sofa bed in the living room that they opened up every night. We lived in that apartment for the first twelve years of my life.


  We didn’t have a lot of money but we never felt poor. Brooklyn was as vibrant, and as energetic, as any place in the world. Or so it seemed to me. Looking back, I can’t imagine having grown up anywhere else. I’ve lived on the West Coast for the better part of my life, but I still consider myself a New York kid. Brooklyn is my DNA.


  My mother, Lila Michaels, was a character. She was Joan Rivers and Phyllis Diller rolled into one. She had a tremendous sense of humor, and was a big prankster. Maybe because she was so young when I was born, she was a lot more lenient than other moms, and a lot more mischievous as well. She might have even been too young to have read Dr. Spock. How many other moms never insisted that their kids eat vegetables? To this day, I’ve never eaten a vegetable.


  My dad, Jay, worked for a talent agency in Manhattan called General Artists Corporation. (Many years later, it would be bought out by ICM, International Creative Management.) At that time, my father was still working his way up as an agent, and represented a bunch of fringe entertainers, like a singer few people would remember by the name of Joni James. Eventually, my father moved up and worked with more mainstream acts like Pat Boone, who burst onto the scene in the mid-fifties as a singer notable for wearing white buck shoes. A couple of years later, when we had moved to Long Island, one day Pat Boone came to our house. The neighbors were flabbergasted.


  My father was also a huge sports fan. He taught me the rules, the nuances, the history of sports—everything. I was immersed. I couldn’t get enough.


  At the time, there were sixteen big league baseball teams, with three of them in New York—the Dodgers in Brooklyn, the Giants in Manhattan, and the Yankees in the Bronx. So I was that kid, like so many others, lying in bed, tilting the transistor radio to just the right angle to hear the games. I would get transported to cities across the country. One night I’d be in Chicago, the next night St. Louis, another night Detroit. Listening to a game unfold through the words of the broadcaster. Red Barber. Russ Hodges. Mel Allen. Jack Brickhouse. Curt Gowdy. Every play, every anecdote, every insight.


  There was also that magical box that sat in our living room around the time my dad started taking me to Ebbets Field and Madison Square Garden. Even if sports coverage on television back then was normally just a three-or-four-camera, black-and-white presentation, it was the next best thing to being there.


  And it wasn’t only baseball that absorbed me. I loved hockey and basketball and football, even though the NFL bore no resemblance to what it would become. I was an easy kid to shop for. When I was nine or ten, my grandparents bought me a gold-leafed book about the history of the Olympics. The history at that time included the most recent Olympics, 1952 Helsinki Summer Games. It must have been three hundred pages, but I remember going through every one of them, immersing myself in the stories.


  I collected baseball cards, too—didn’t just collect them, memorized them. I’d have other kids in the neighborhood quiz me. Batting averages, home runs, earned run averages, fielding averages, players’ birthplaces. My father would take my brother and me to Army football games at West Point, and on the way home, I’d go through the plays that had been run in each quarter. My parents would go to the night harness races at Roosevelt Raceway in Westbury, on Long Island. On occasional weekend afternoons, my father would take my brother and me to the track, where we could go to the barn area and meet some of the trainers and drivers. But that was all we could experience, because in those years, even if you were accompanied by an adult, the law didn’t allow a minor to go to the actual races. Still, I learned how to read the racing form, and really got into it. I even started my own tout sheet, which I titled Big Al at Westbury, and sold it to our neighbors for $1.50. One day I picked a horse named Algerine, who went off at odds of 75–1—and won. The next day, everyone in the neighborhood wanted to buy a copy of that night’s Big Al at Westbury.


  Years later, my brother would call it my “manic intensity.” I still prefer to think of it more as passion combined with compulsion. Doing anything halfway, halfheartedly has never appealed to me. Or even three-quarters heartedly. Not getting something right has always been anathema to me.


  I LOVED PLAYING SPORTS. But by the time I was a teenager, even though I had played little league baseball and some organized youth sports, and like any kid in Brooklyn in those years, punch ball, stickball, and a game only known inside the borough as ringolevio—I loved watching sports more. I would rather go to a Dodger game at Ebbets than play in a game in a park down the street. I just loved the big-time feel. It was thrilling.


  In fourth, fifth, and sixth grades, our school, P.S. 139, because of overcrowding, was on a half-day schedule, and I was originally placed in the noon-to-four session. But that wasn’t going to work, because how could I go to Dodger games if I was going to school in the afternoon? (In those years, most major-league teams played the vast majority of their games in the daytime, including the Dodgers.) So my mother wrote a note to the school principal with some nonsensical, fabricated excuse to get me switched to the eight-to-noon session. It worked. And so when I was twelve, I was at more than 50 of the 77 Dodger home games.


  At Ebbets Field, I’d glance occasionally at the broadcast booth. At that time, the Dodger announcers were Red Barber, Connie Desmond, and a very young Vin Scully. All I could think was that had to be the best job in the world. A job where you’d go to the ballpark every day, and get in for free. A job where you’d get to meet the players, travel with the team, and, I assumed, get paid. That’s what originally got me thinking about broadcasting. Most kids dream of playing Major League baseball. I dreamed of announcing Major League baseball.


  In the summer of 1956, my father got a small raise, and we moved from Brooklyn to a modest tract house in North Bellmore, Long Island. My sister Susan would be born shortly thereafter. We now had a backyard, and I would practice calling games using the garden hose as a microphone. My brother David, then about nine years old, would pretend to be the athlete, and I’d announce whatever he was doing. I remember David picking up a large round rock and pretending he was Parry O’Brien, the Olympic champion and world record holder in the shot put. It was around the time of the 1956 Melbourne Olympic Games. So I called the reenactment in a backyard on Long Island.


  We wouldn’t live there very much longer. In the summer of 1958, between the eighth and ninth grades, I went to a summer camp in the Poconos. The bus back home dropped us in Manhattan, and my father picked me up. He took me to his office and told me he’d gotten a promotion, and that in a couple of months we would be moving to California.


  I was stunned. But this was just a few months after the Dodgers themselves had moved from Brooklyn to Los Angeles. That had broken the hearts of every Dodger fan in greater New York. But now the Michaels family would be following the team, and its stars, out west.


  Gil Hodges, Duke Snider, Carl Furillo. The emerging superstars Drysdale and Koufax.


  And, of course, Vin Scully.


  CHAPTER 2


  California Kid


  WE MOVED TO CALIFORNIA in October 1958. I was almost fourteen. We were too late for the Dodgers, but a week after we arrived, my dad took me to see the Los Angeles Rams play the Chicago Bears at the Los Angeles Coliseum. “Jaguar” Jon Arnett, who had played college football at the University of Southern California, had a monster performance, running the ball, catching passes coming out of the backfield, and returning kicks. The Rams won, 41–35. The crowd that day? 100,470. So many years later, with the NFL absent from the country’s second-largest market, I hear the argument that Los Angeles wouldn’t support a team anyway. Well, with the Los Angeles metropolitan area at that time 40 percent of the size it is now, more than 100,000 showed up for a game at the Coliseum. You really think you couldn’t fill a 70,000-seat stadium today on a regular basis? Don’t be ridiculous.


  We lived on the west side of Los Angeles, in Cheviot Hills. I went to Alexander Hamilton High School, and as in Brooklyn, I was going to forty to fifty Dodger games each season. The team played in the Coliseum until 1962. The tickets ranged from $1.50 for a bleacher seat to $3.50 for the best seat in the house. I was there—along with 93,102 other fans—when Roy Campanella, who’d been the Dodgers’ regular catcher in Brooklyn, and had been paralyzed in an automobile accident in January 1958—was honored on May 7, 1959. They wheeled him out as they dimmed the stadium lights, and almost everyone in the stands lit a lighter or a match in tribute. A few months later, I was at the 1959 World Series when the Dodgers beat the Chicago White Sox in six games. Games 3, 4, and 5 were at the Coliseum. The crowds each day were 92,000 and change.


  Meanwhile, when I wasn’t at a game, Vin Scully was still taking me there on the radio. Scully was just twenty-two years old when he’d joined Red Barber in 1950, and then came with the team to Los Angeles, where he’d quickly become extremely popular in the land of the car—and the car radio. Now that I was a little older, I was paying closer attention to what made Vin different from all other broadcasters. I guess the best way to summarize it would be that at the time, a lot of announcing was black-and-white—here’s what happened, and here’s what happened next. Vin, though, was full-blown color, breathing life and detail into virtually every moment of every game.


  When the Dodgers moved to California, owner Walter O’Malley had feared that putting the games on television—giving them away for free—would hurt them at the gate. Today teams make much more money on television contracts than ticket sales, but in the late 1950s, the thinking—and the economics—were different. In any event, no TV meant that my experience with Scully came almost entirely on the radio. I couldn’t see the game, so he’d form the images in my mind.


  I loved the Dodgers. I loved the Los Angeles Rams. Eventually, years later, I’d switch my NHL allegiance from the Rangers to the Kings, who started play as an expansion team in 1967. And when my teams weren’t involved, I still watched every sports event I could on television—not necessarily to root, but instead to see what stories would emerge. I was fascinated by the competition. I was rooting for drama, a close game—and excitement. I loved the ebb and flow. I wanted extra innings. I wanted overtime. I wanted controversy, strategy, anything you could talk about with your friends for days afterward.


  When I was seventeen, ABC launched a new show on Saturdays, Wide World of Sports. Years later, I’d become a regular on Wide World. There was Jim McKay’s famous line, “the thrill of victory and the agony of defeat,” as the ski jumper—a Slovenian by the name of Vinko Bogataj—careened down and then fell off the side of the jumping hill. It looked catastrophic. What you didn’t see was that thirty seconds later, he walked away with only minor injuries. Still, I always found the next line to be even more poignant. “The human drama of athletic competition.” That’s what I could never get enough of.


  Even now, when I’m in my car in Los Angeles, I’ll turn on a Dodger game and still know I’m going to hear Vin Scully, well into his eighties, describe some of that drama. I used to dream about replacing Scully and becoming the voice of the Dodgers at some point in my life. That ship, of course, has sailed. A couple of years ago, I was at an awards luncheon with Vin and said to him, “Let me get this straight. How is it that I’m going to retire before you?”


  We shared a wonderful laugh.


  BY THE TIME I reached the end of high school, I may not have been talking into a rubber hose in the backyard anymore, but my dream of becoming a sportscaster had not wavered one iota. So as graduation approached, and I got set to choose a college, I had two criteria above all others: to stay on the West Coast, and to find a school with a radio and television program as well as a campus radio station (and maybe even a TV station) that allowed students to broadcast sports.


  My father helped me research it, and we narrowed the choice down to two schools, the University of Southern California and Arizona State. And since another criteria was going away to college, and USC was a fifteen-minute drive from our house, the decision was pretty much made for me.


  So, in September 1962, I flew to ASU in Tempe and registered for classes. Standing in a long line, I ended up talking with a kid standing behind me. He was from the Midwest, and he was there on a baseball scholarship. Not long after that, we’d run into each other again—him playing on the freshman team, and me calling games on the campus radio station for the varsity. And ten years after that, we’d find ourselves in the same place again—the visitors’ clubhouse the day before Game 1 of the 1972 World Series. The kid’s name was Sal Bando. And unbelievably, long before he was a four-time All-Star with the Oakland Athletics, and before anyone knew my name, there we were together, standing in line to register for classes at ASU.


  Long before reality exceeded the dream, I discovered that Arizona State was the perfect school for me. The Sun Devils baseball team played about forty home games, and I called the majority of them for the campus radio station. The team was coached by Bobby Winkles, who would later go on to manage the Angels and A’s. Our broadcasts were live, and I also recorded some of them on reel-to-reel tape so that at some point I’d have a compilation for future auditions. I called most of the games by myself, but every now and then another kid would show up and work a few innings, but only if he didn’t have a class conflicting with the game. For me, though, calling the games was the priority. Even if the campus radio station could only be picked up within a radius of seven blocks, I loved it.


  By my junior year, Bando had become a standout third baseman on the varsity, but the biggest star was a sophomore outfielder named Rick Monday. There was also an outfielder on the freshman team. The following September, he was a cornerback on the football team, and then when the baseball season began, he was the starting right fielder. There was nothing to indicate any outsize personality—he was just another one of the guys on the team. His name? Reggie Jackson. And let me tell you something—had he chosen football, I think Reggie would have been good enough to play in the NFL.


  By the time I finished my four years at ASU, I had called at least 150 baseball games. I was the sports editor for the school newspaper and wrote a column called “The Hot Spot.” Year-round, I also announced football, basketball, and some track meets as well. I would walk across campus from one class to another and dream of doing the World Series and the Olympics. The dreams were as big as they could be.


  Back then, Arizona State was in the Western Athletic Conference, playing the vast majority of its football games at night and in the Mountain Time Zone. The teams were usually very good, but because the games would end past the deadlines of eastern newspapers, not much national attention was paid to the program. My sophomore year, the fall of 1963, the Sun Devils were supposed to play a ten-game schedule. But we ended up playing only nine, because on November 22, President Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas. Our game against Idaho the next night, one in which ASU would have been a huge favorite, was canceled.


  As it turned out, Arizona State only lost one game that season: their opener at home against Wichita State. ASU took a 13–0 lead, but then Wichita ran off thirty-three unanswered points and won the game in a stunning upset. One of the Wichita State starters? A linebacker named Bill Parcells.


  Sun Devil Stadium had just opened up, and the locker rooms hadn’t been completed, so the team dressed at the old venue, Goodwin Stadium, about a half mile away, and then bused up to the new place. Well, after that game, I went back down to Goodwin to interview the players. Except that when I walked inside the locker room, no one was there. Where was everyone? Well, Frank Kush, who would coach the team for twenty-two seasons before a brief run with the Colts in the NFL, was the classic drill sergeant. Most of the players feared him—a few even despised him. Losing a game to Wichita State, to say the least, did not sit well with Kush, so when the team got off the bus at the old stadium, he had the field lights turned on. “Don’t even think about changing clothes,” he told the players. “You didn’t play at Sun Devil Stadium, so you’re going to play now.” And the team stayed in their full uniforms and went through a full-contact scrimmage that didn’t end until almost midnight.


  Years later, in one of my dozens of meeting with Bill Parcells before a Monday or Sunday night game, I reminded him of that night. Bill has a steel trap for a memory and remembered everything about the game. “Well, here’s something you probably don’t know,” I said. “While your team got dressed and out of there, Frank Kush had the whole ASU team stay out on the practice field in their uniforms for a full-contact scrimmage.”


  “Don’t know it?” Parcells said, laughing. “Listen. We got dressed that night and headed to the airport in a bunch of school buses. We looked out and the lights were on at the stadium. So when we drove by the field, we pushed down those half windows, all screaming at the team we just beat, ‘Screw you!’ ”


  Classic Parcells.


  CHAPTER 3


  The Rascal


  WHEN I WAS GROWING up, Vin Scully and my father were my two most important broadcasting mentors. Vin, through all the listening I did on the radio. And my father, through advice, guidance, and encouragement along the way.


  By this time, my dad was becoming quite successful in his own work. Not long after we’d moved to Los Angeles, he’d switched to another agency, MCA, and they’d asked him to start a sports division, brokering deals and buying rights to sporting events. My father was instrumental in writing the original American Football League television contract with ABC—parts of which were drafted on my kitchen table in 1959. The league started in 1960, and as a high school kid, I met Lamar Hunt, Ralph Wilson, and Bud Adams, all original owners, as well as Barron Hilton, who was the original owner of the Chargers, when they started in Los Angeles. (Barron was the son of the legendary Conrad Hilton, but is probably best known today as the grandfather of Paris Hilton.)


  Around that same time, my father, on behalf of MCA, began to make deals with a Cleveland sports entrepreneur by the name of Mark McCormack. McCormack was representing the then-emerging young golf stars Arnold Palmer, Jack Nicklaus, and Gary Player, and my father was involved in the deals for Shell’s Wonderful World of Golf, Big Three Golf, and other golf television specials. He and McCormack were in frequent negotiations. By the mid-sixties, as McCormack’s management company, International Management Group (IMG), was growing, he asked my father to join with him. McCormack’s idea was to take out the middleman and develop and produce his own programming. And that’s how the man who represented Joni James, and moved his family to Long Island after a nominal raise, ended up founding and running Trans World International (TWI), the television arm of IMG, which is still around today (it’s now called IMG Productions). My dad always recognized the enormous potential of sports on television, and he was very excited that my dream was to get into the business.


  My father crossed paths with all kinds of sports figures, and at one point, he met Curt Gowdy, already a broadcasting legend, then the voice of the Boston Red Sox. The Red Sox were in Scottsdale, Arizona, for spring training—about five miles from the ASU campus. My father had mentioned to Gowdy that he had a son at Arizona State who wanted to be a sports broadcaster. Gowdy told my dad to have me give him a call, and that he’d be happy to listen to a tape.


  So when I called Curt, he invited me to the ballpark. I brought my tape recorder, and suddenly there I was, nineteen years old, sitting next to Curt Gowdy in some little room adjacent to the Red Sox clubhouse underneath Scottsdale Stadium, as he listened to my tape. Curt gave me some advice and some tips and a good deal of encouragement. Over the years to follow, our paths would cross and crisscross in all sorts of ways. But I’d never forget that first meeting, and that first act of kindness.


  At ASU, broadcasting games was at the center of my college experience, but of course there was also time for fun. I had a journalism professor, Gordon Jones, who was a horse racing aficionado—believe it or not, he eventually became the racing writer/handicapper for the Los Angeles Herald Examiner. I’d show up for class ten minutes early, before the other students filed in, and he and I would talk about that day’s races, going over potential daily double bets. If there was a combination we liked, Professor Jones wasn’t above wrapping up class twenty minutes early so he and I could drive the thirty miles to Turf Paradise in northwest Phoenix in time to get a bet down on the first race.


  Gordon Jones—first ballot, unanimous choice for the Professor Hall of Fame.


  In another journalism class, on the first day of school in my sophomore year, a few buddies and I were sitting in the back, and, nineteen-year-old boys being nineteen-year-old boys, we ranked the fifteen girls in the class, 1 through 15 in terms of who we wanted to ask out on a date most. This was our own goofball version of the NFL Draft. Well, talk about a jaw-dropping moment: fast-forward to the following September, and get this—our consensus number-four pick in a classroom with fifteen girls at Arizona State University is walking down the ramp wearing a tiara with Bert Parks singing “There she is, Miss America.” What? Her name was Vonda Kay Van Dyke, and she had blown the judges away in the talent portion because she was a tremendously skilled ventriloquist. Her dummy’s name was Kurley-Q.


  But talk about dummies. How about my buddies and me drafting her fourth in a class of fifteen? Can you imagine drafting Tom Brady in the sixth round? Oh wait ...


  IN 2001, I WAS in Miami doing a Monday Night Football game, Jimmy Johnson was in Key West, and we were doing what’s known in the TV business as a two-way—a satellite interview. This was eight seasons after Johnson had led the Dallas Cowboys to back-to-back Super Bowl titles in the nineties, and then abruptly left the team after clashing with the team’s owner, Jerry Jones. In the months before our interview, a number of people were speculating that Jerry had had some plastic surgery. Meanwhile, the Cowboys were 4-8 and in last place in their division. And as we discussed his old team’s travails, Jimmy couldn’t help himself.


  “If Michael Jackson—I mean, Jerry Jones—would have kept Troy Aikman, they’d be in first place,” he said with an impish gleam.


  Then, as soon as we got to the commercial, I could hear the guys in the truck still laughing.


  The next day, I called Jimmy to thank him for doing the interview and told him I couldn’t believe what he’d said.


  “You know what,” he said. “You gotta have a little rascal in ya.”


  Rascal? Absolutely.


  When I was a kid, my mom was the first to cultivate my mischievous side. Then came Arizona State. I took my broadcasting training seriously, but I was in college. My inner rascal had to find its way out whenever it could.


  I was in the Sigma Nu fraternity, where I met a guy named George Allen (no relation to the NFL coach), who became a good friend. Like me, George was a city kid—he was from New York. Like me, George enjoyed pranks. And together in what in our minds was then a small, Podunk town, we were always on the lookout for a prank.


  At the time, Phoenix had no major sports teams, so any pro event felt like a big deal. One night, the just-opened Veterans Memorial Coliseum booked an exhibition minor-league hockey game between Tulsa and Oklahoma City—the first hockey game ever played in the new building. We wanted to go, but of course had to figure out a way to get in for free.


  Our solution? A few hours before the game, George and I called the box office and made up a name, pretending to be a Tulsa player with a far-fetched story. “Hey, I missed the original flight to Phoenix and my wife just gave birth and everything got messed up. Can you leave me free tickets for two close relatives.” Two hours later, we showed up at the box office just before the game and—what do you know?—two tickets were waiting. Eighth row, center ice.


  On another night we were bored and decided to see if we could put one over on the sports desk at the Phoenix newspaper, the Arizona Republic. So we created a high school baseball player: Clint Romas from Fredonia, Arizona—and pretended to be the stringer calling in with the line score from this tiny town just north of the Grand Canyon with a population of about a thousand. “Fredonia beats so-and-so, the score was four to nothing, and Clint Romas not only pitched a two-hit shutout—he hit two home runs!”


  Well, we picked up the paper the next day and there it was—the line score. We were hysterical—and a few days later, we called back. “Hey, it’s the Fredonia stringer again. Remember Clint Romas?”


  “Oh, yeah.”


  “Listen to what this kid did today: he played the outfield—the coach wanted him to rest his arm before his next pitching start—and he hit four home runs!”


  Sure enough, the newspaper arrived the next day, and there it was again.


  A few more days later, we called in again, upping the ante. “You’re not going to believe this, but Romas pitched a perfect game, struck out twenty in a seven-inning game, and hit five home runs!”


  The next morning, we couldn’t wait for the paper to be tossed into the fraternity house driveway, so we could see if we had pulled it off again. We had. The whole fraternity house exploded in laughter.


  Now we had to go for the grand slam. We came up with a new idea that included Danny Murtaugh, who had managed the Pittsburgh Pirates to the World Series title in 1960, and then had left the dugout for health reasons, and had become the Pirates’ super-scout.


  “Clint Romas pitched another perfect game, struck out every batter, and hit six home runs. And—get this—Danny Murtaugh flew in from Pittsburgh and offered Clint a hundred-thousand-dollar contract right after he stepped off the mound!”


  The whole fraternity house couldn’t wait for the paper to come the next day. But as we thumbed through the sports section, there was nothing in there about our legend.


  The next week, a local columnist, Dave Hicks, wrote about how his paper had been duped, and that there really was no high school baseball star named Clint Romas. But the prank had gotten solid mileage—and we were never fingered as the perpetrators.


  In 2002, I got invited back to Arizona State to receive the Cronkite Award from the newly named Walter Cronkite School of Journalism and Mass Communication. Walter Cronkite himself—the most respected figure in the history of television journalism—was there to present the award to me in person, and in my speech, I had to ask him if he was sure he had the right guy.


  You know, the guy who spent a month of school calling in stories to the local paper about the great Clint Romas.


  ONE OTHER THING ABOUT high school and college. I met Linda Stamaton in the tenth grade when we were in the same large circle of friends at Hamilton High in Los Angeles. We were in these social clubs that interacted a lot—hers was called the Carousels and mine was the Imperials. My house at that time was like a neighborhood clubhouse—my mom loved hosting and entertaining—so Linda was at my house with dozens of other kids all the time. In a school that was probably 90 percent Jewish, she was Greek Orthodox—one of the few shiksas.


  She wound up going to what’s now California State University, Northridge, then known as San Fernando Valley State University, and we stayed in touch. Occasionally, during the school year, I would fly home for a weekend, and since Linda was going to school in Los Angeles, we would get together. In my junior year I took her to a Los Angeles Blades Western Hockey League game at the Los Angeles Sports Arena. As I took her home that night and went to say good-bye, suddenly it went from two friends who had regularly hugged good night to ... whoa! We started dating and pretty soon, it was clear it was serious.


  But there was a problem. Linda’s father was a prominent figure in the Greek community of Los Angeles, a good-looking guy, successful in business with a lot of social panache. He fashioned himself a Zorba the Greek type—and he had designs of his daughter marrying a descendant of Socrates. Or Aristotle. Or at least Aristotle Onassis. As we got serious, this became an issue. It wasn’t so much that I was Jewish. It was that I wasn’t the purebred Greek he wanted.


  But in the summer of 1965, before our senior year, Linda and I decided we were going to get married. Of course, we had to tell her parents. Her mother liked me, but the whole key was to find a way to win over her father. Finally, I gathered the courage to approach him and lay out my intentions. My heart was beating like a jackhammer as I—aspiring broadcaster—got right to the point. “Mr. Stamaton, Linda and I are going to get married—with or without your blessing—and we both fervently hope that it’s with.”


  He was speechless, and didn’t react or respond immediately. If it was a cartoon, and you’d put a caption next to his image, it would have read “Holy $%#.” Then finally he said to me—How do you expect to take care of my daughter?


  I told him that my goal, and my dream, was to become a sports announcer. Mr. Stamaton knew so little about sports that his perception of a sports announcer was the guy who tells the fans on the way out of the park, “Thank you for coming, and drive carefully on your way home. Good night.” But when I explained the difference between a public address announcer and what I wanted to do—broadcast games on radio and television—I think he started to understand. Ultimately, he realized how serious we were, and that this was really going to happen. Within a few weeks he gradually and wholeheartedly embraced me and set his sights on throwing a wedding the Greek community of Los Angeles would always remember. He succeeded.


  He became a huge sports fan, and we wound up having a wonderful relationship until his death in 2002.


  Linda is still the love of my life. How’s that for a way to get there.


  CHAPTER 4


  Cut by the Lakers


  I GRADUATED FROM ARIZONA STATE in 1966 with a degree in radio and television, a minor in journalism, and somewhere in the range of two hundred live baseball, football, and basketball broadcasts on my résumé. I was ready to break into the business. All I needed was a shot. Looking back now, I was naïve, but that was valuable. At that age, naïveté can be a good thing. Everything is still possible.


  The fact was, teams weren’t exactly eager to hire a twenty-one-year-old kid right out of college. I had written letters to every franchise in Major League Baseball. Every NBA franchise, too. No responses. Teams in those days had flagship radio stations, but there was no real television presence—no cable, certainly no regional networks. Which meant there was usually just only two play-by-play jobs per team. And not a lot of “churn,” as we say today. Once you got one of these jobs, you’d normally hang on to it for years. All I could do was go to the mailbox every afternoon and hope that I’d hit the lottery.


  Right around graduation, the city of Phoenix was awarded an NBA team that would start play in 1968. The new team had hired a general manager by the name of Jerry Colangelo, a bright young Chicago Bulls executive. Perfect opportunity, I thought—I knew the Phoenix market, and maybe I could connect with this GM who wasn’t much older than I was. I made an appointment to meet with Colangelo. I drove back to Phoenix from Los Angeles to interview with him at his office, which was actually a trailer outside the Veterans Memorial Coliseum. Jerry couldn’t have been nicer, or more encouraging—we still run into each other to this day, and reminisce about that meeting. But in 1968, he didn’t have that job for me. The new team needed an established voice, someone known in the area.


  Ironically, the announcer Colangelo hired was also an Arizona State–affiliated broadcaster who called ASU games on local radio. He’d often be in an adjacent booth—me broadcasting to a seven-block radius, him to most of the rest of the state of Arizona. His name—Al McCoy. Al turned eighty in the spring of 2013, and as I write this, he’s still calling the Suns games on KTAR. Colangelo always had a great eye for talent on and off the court.


  Meanwhile, back in Los Angeles, I needed a job. When I was home from college a couple of summers, I’d worked as an office boy for a Hollywood television production company. And before I left to go back for my senior year, I had to train a new office boy. He’d go on to become one of the most successful writer/producers in television history, with shows like The Rockford Files and The A-Team on his résumé. But back then, I was just teaching him how to answer phones. His name was Stephen Cannell.


  Anyway, at that job, working at a game show called Seven Keys, I met someone who knew someone who knew somebody who knew Chuck Barris. Chuck had started out in the music side of the TV business, working on American Bandstand with Dick Clark. He even wrote a hit song called “Palisades Park.” Eventually he’d move into game shows and start his own company to produce them. His first show was a hit—The Dating Game. And he offered me a full-time job in the summer of 1966, shortly after my graduation, to help procure potential contestants. The salary: ninety-five dollars a week.


  I was getting married to Linda within three months, and in fact, Chuck would wind up hiring Linda shortly thereafter to be an assistant prize coordinator. But there I was in a small room in an office just two blocks south of Sunset on Vine Street in Hollywood, with about five other production assistants, basically cold-calling women—and men—and then interviewing them on the phone, seeing if they wanted to be considered as contestants. I’d also ask if they had friends who might be interested—that’s how we got the call lists. And this was in a world of rotary-dial phones and no answering machines. For twelve hours a day, I called strangers and hoped they’d pick up.


  If you’ve seen Confessions of a Dangerous Mind or know anything about Chuck, you know he’s a character. As a boss, he was also a great motivator. After I was in the office for all of four days, he came in and said with all the enthusiasm on the planet, “You’re doing an incredible job! I’m giving you a raise to a hundred bucks!”


  A week later, “Al, you’re doing a fantastic job! I’m bumping you up to $105 a week.” I went back to work feeling like a million bucks.


  Then another week went by. “Just fabulous work you’re doing. I’m giving you another raise to $110.”


  Within a few months, my starting salary almost doubled, getting up to something like $160. Which was terrific, except for one thing: that’s probably what I should have been making from the start. Chuck was a master psychologist.


  I started working at The Dating Game in late June, and got married on Saturday, August 27, 1966. As I’ve said, the ceremony was beautiful, and the guests had a great time. Chuck was invited, and in the receiving line he sidled up to me. I figured he was going to congratulate me, or maybe offer another raise. Instead he leaned in and said, “So, when are you coming back from your honeymoon?”


  “Thursday, Chuck.”


  He paused. “Are you back in town Thursday—or back to work Thursday?”


  “Yes, Chuck, I’ll be in the office Thursday.”


  BEFORE THE 1966 FOOTBALL season, after years of competition, the NFL and AFL reached an agreement to merge. The complete merger wouldn’t take place until 1970, but in the meantime, the champions of each league would meet in a title game at the end of every season. As a big AFL fan, I couldn’t wait.


  My brother and I had been following the renegade league since its founding in 1960, and were planning to go to the inaugural championship game at the Los Angeles Coliseum in January 1967. My dad wound up with two fifty-yard-line tickets for us. Tremendous.


  The tickets read “AFL-NFL World Championship Game”—the term Super Bowl had been tossed around by football executives, but not officially coined yet. The Coliseum held nearly 100,000 people—but on that day, there were more than 30,000 empty seats. And with the Green Bay Packers and Kansas City Chiefs matching up in Los Angeles, for the most part the crowd consisted of mainly neutral observers, and was relatively absent of passion. Today at NFL games, you might have catering by Bobby Flay or Wolfgang Puck. But that afternoon, it was just your basic hot dogs and Cokes at the concession stands.


  The game was televised on two networks: CBS, which held the NFL rights, and NBC, which had the AFL package. Because a lot of the details of the game hadn’t been worked out until late in the season, rather than negotiate the leagues basically said, “Here, you both televise it.” CBS had Ray Scott, Jack Whitaker, and Frank Gifford in their booth, while NBC had Curt Gowdy and Paul Christman. The cost of a thirty-second commercial on either network? Forty-two thousand dollars.


  Meanwhile, with regard to the competition, a lot of people still considered the AFL a minor league. And the Chiefs certainly weren’t intimidating to the Packers, who had Bart Starr at quarterback and Vince Lombardi roaming the sidelines. The first half was competitive, though. The Packers led only 14–10 at halftime, and I remember talking to another Chiefs fan and speculating that Kansas City had a chance to win this thing after all. So much for that. Green Bay outscored KC 21–0 in the second half, and won the game, 35–10.


  No one then had any inkling that the Super Bowl would grow to become an unofficial national holiday. That the thirty-second commercial spot that cost $42,000 in 1967 would balloon to $4 million by 2014. More people now watch the game than vote for president. Ironically, for as wildly as the NFL has grown, Los Angeles—with its huge population and good weather and all those ties to the media and entertainment communities—doesn’t have an NFL team. The reason in a nutshell: no first-rate football stadium.


  There wasn’t much traffic as David and I drove out of the stadium that day. And how in the world could I have possibly imagined that forty-eight years later, in February 2015, I’d be getting ready to call my ninth Super Bowl on national television.


  WHILE WORKING FOR CHUCK Barris, I continued my search for a sports broadcasting job. I wrote to dozens of team owners, general managers, and individual announcers—some of whom, like Ernie Harwell in Detroit, actually took the time to write me encouraging and gracious letters in response. The advice was generally to just keep knocking on those doors. And a few months later, in the summer of 1967, I thought I’d gotten my big break.


  I knew someone who knew someone at California Sports Inc., the company that had purchased the Los Angeles Lakers. The company was building a state-of-the-art arena in suburban Inglewood, which would be called the Forum, and the Lakers would move there from the Los Angeles Sports Arena by the end of 1967. In addition, the National Hockey League was expanding from six teams to twelve, with one of the new franchises awarded to Los Angeles. CSI owned that team as well, and named them the Los Angeles Kings. I interviewed for a job in the public relations department, which would at least give me a small toehold inside the company, and who knows what could happen from there.


  Well, I got the job, and let people inside the company know that I was dying to get into broadcasting. The Kings had hired a play-by-play announcer but were still looking for a color man. Back then, a color announcer was a number-two voice doing minimal analysis, bearing very little semblance to the role that today’s analysts typically fill. They had hired a young announcer, Ken McDonald, as their number-one announcer—but the president of CSI, one Jack Kent Cooke, who took the term bombastic megalomaniac to new levels, decided that Ken McDonald wasn’t a distinct enough name. Cooke wanted everyone to have a nickname, and he asked McDonald if he had one. McDonald told his new boss they used to call him Jiggs when he was younger. And that was the start of Jiggs McDonald’s forty-year Hall of Fame career calling games for the Kings, Flames, Islanders, Olympics, and more.


  In mid-September, with the Kings already in training camp, and no partner for McDonald yet hired, I got a call at home from Cooke on a Saturday morning. He wanted me to meet him at the airport around five that afternoon. He was flying up to San Francisco, where the Lakers were playing a preseason game against the Warriors at the Cow Palace, and wanted me to join him. Hours later, I was on the plane with him and confused about exactly what was happening. The mysteriousness, though, was exciting. We flew back to Los Angeles after the game, and I was still confused. Then, at the end of the following week, my boss in the PR department told me I was going to be the new radio color announcer for the Los Angeles Lakers.


  What? A few months earlier, I’d been trying to convince people to try out for The Dating Game. Now I was going to be the color man for the Los Angeles Lakers! Jerry West!! Elgin Baylor!! I was twenty-two years old.


  Now it was October. The Lakers’ preseason schedule was winding down, and Cooke wanted me to join the team immediately. So I flew to Salt Lake City, where the team that night was playing the Baltimore Bullets. It was the first stop of a three-game, three-night trip, and right off the bat, I was going to be on the air alongside Chick Hearn, the team’s extremely popular, eventually iconic announcer. This was too good to be true.


  And you know what? It was. Chick didn’t want to work with anybody, least of all a twenty-two-year-old.


  So when I arrived in Salt Lake City, I didn’t exactly get the warmest greeting from my new partner. Chick put up a virtual wall. And when the radio broadcast started, my role as “color announcer” for the Lakers turned out to be something that was neither color, nor announcing. I was consigned to reading the halftime stats. That’s it. And during the actual game, I did nothing but keep statistics for Chick.


  So that was my debut. And then we flew to Boise, Idaho, and drove to the small town of Rupert for another game the next night against the Bullets. Then on Sunday, we flew to Seattle for a game with the Warriors that was a part of a doubleheader, with the Sonics, who were in their inaugural season, meeting the St. Louis Hawks in the other game. On each broadcast, all I did was read the halftime stats. No color, no analysis, nothing else.


  We flew back to Los Angeles after the Seattle game, and Monday was an off day. Tuesday we flew to Fresno for a game with the San Francisco Warriors. That game was on television as a simulcast—the same broadcasting crew, with one call for both radio and TV. But that night, Chick didn’t even mention my name on the air except when he impassively turned it over to me for the halftime numbers—which by the way, didn’t include an on-camera appearance. He didn’t talk to me much anywhere else, either—before or after the games, on the bus, at the hotel. Instead I wound up becoming a little friendly with some of the players who were closer to my age, and much more welcoming. Mel Counts, the seven-foot center, and I had two or three meals together on those first couple of road trips. I quickly developed a nice vibe with Archie Clark, a second-year guard. West and Baylor were the big stars and I was in awe of them, but they were friendly enough.


  The regular season was starting, and I was beginning to get a little nervous. On the one hand, I had this great job title: color announcer for the Los Angeles Lakers. But really, what was I other than a stat reader? Meanwhile, I’d been given another duty that had nothing to do with broadcasting. I was basically a quasi–traveling secretary, which meant getting to the airport early—these were the days when NBA teams flew commercial—and handing out the tickets to the players. Yes, I’d been looking for expanded duties, but on the air, not at the airport.


  Now it was on to the regular season, which opened with a road trip. We started in Chicago, and then flew to Philadelphia, where the Spectrum had just opened. Next, St. Louis, then still the home of the Hawks. (The Gateway Arch was being built at the time, a thrilling sight.) From Philly to St. Louis, the flight had stops in Pittsburgh, then Columbus, then Louisville. Three stops to go eight hundred miles. It was the Greyhound bus in the skies. Finally, the trip ended in New York. Overall, five flights with eight total stops, five nights, four games. And my sole on-air function was still to read the halftime statistics. Sure, my friends thought it was cool. But I was now getting very nervous about the immediate future. If Chick didn’t want me, what was the endgame?


  After four games back in Los Angeles, the fourth of which was against the Knicks on a Wednesday night, another road trip was on the docket. We were leaving the next day for a Friday night game in Boston, and then would go on to Cincinnati for a game against the Royals the next night. I got to the airport, checked in and checked my bag, and then went to the curb to hand out the tickets to the players as they got out of their cars and cabs. I gave Jerry West his, I handed Elgin Baylor his—and then the team’s rookie head coach, Butch Van Breda Kolff, pulled in, got out of a cab, and told me to hand him the rest of the tickets. Don’t get on the flight, he said. And I should immediately call Alan Rothenberg at the CSI office.


  Rothenberg would go on to help launch professional soccer in the United States. But in 1967, he was a young lawyer/hatchet man running Jack Kent Cooke’s day-to-day operations. Getting an order to call him under these circumstances couldn’t be a good thing. When I reached him from an airport pay phone, he told me to come immediately to the team offices, which were in a wing of the Beverly Hilton Hotel, on Wilshire Boulevard in Beverly Hills.


  At that point, even if I wasn’t sure what was going on, the embarrassment was beginning to envelop me. But first I had to go to the United Airlines counter and ask if they could get my bag off the plane before it took off. Try doing that at LAX today. After a long, lonely wait at baggage claim, it came down an empty carousel. I then got in a cab to see Rothenberg, a guy I hadn’t trusted from the beginning.


  Rothenberg was direct. “Look, this isn’t really working out. We’ve hired Hot Rod Hundley to be the new color announcer. And we’re letting you go.”


  And I wasn’t even offered a job to stay with the company.


  Right then, it became clear. I’d been set up. Hot Rod Hundley had retired from the Lakers four years earlier. But before hiring him, the Lakers had used me as a wedge to get Chick to work with somebody. Hearn had always worked alone. Instead of moving Hundley in immediately—which Chick would have resisted—I became the sacrificial lamb. With Hundley, Chick could take solace that at least his new partner had played in the NBA, and wasn’t twenty-two years old. I was angry and upset, and most of all, embarrassed. And I had to turn on the television the next night and watch Chick introduce Hot Rod Hundley, standing right next to him on camera at Boston Garden in a way that I never did.


  Dejected and upset, but still naïve, I called Cooke’s secretary and asked if I could see him. A few days, I’m there. He started in, “Oh, Alan”—that was his “nickname” for me, Alan, my given name, something that no one other than my mother ever called me—“this will be the best thing that ever happened to you. You’ll have a good career.”


  I muttered something to the effect of “No thanks to you.” And I walked out.


  Hundley, of course, would go on to become a longtime NBA announcer. He also had one of the great sports quotes of all time. “My biggest thrill came the night Elgin Baylor and I combined for seventy-three points at Madison Square Garden. Elgin had seventy-one of them.”


  Meanwhile, years later, Chick Hearn and I would eventually reconnect in Los Angeles, become friends, and often share laughs about the whole episode. For my money, Chick and Marv Albert are the greatest basketball announcers of all time. And deservedly, there’s a statue of Chick outside the Staples Center. When he died in 2002, I was asked to write an appreciation piece for the Los Angeles Times, which I was honored to do. Suffice to say, when Jack Kent Cooke died in 1997, I wrote no such column. It would have been a beauty.


  CHUCK BARRIS STILL HAD a job for me. In fact, his empire was growing. The Newlywed Game, another Barris production, had become a hit. Chuck was now also overseeing a pilot for a series based on variety shows at military installations. I made a trip with the production crew to Eglin Air Force Base, near Pensacola, Florida, and a couple of weeks later we went to Fort Gordon outside Augusta, Georgia.


  So here I am in Georgia on that trip, and Linda calls. Two months earlier, I’d gone with her dad on a trip to Hawaii. He had a vending machine business in Honolulu, and had gotten to know an advertising executive named Frank Valenti, who knew a man named Jack Quinn. Quinn ran the local minor-league baseball team. So my father-in-law asked Valenti to try to set up a meeting for me. I met with Quinn in February and left a tape with him, though he didn’t have a job opening at that point. But he was friendly, and said that he would stay in touch if anything opened up. I flew back and went back to working for Barris.


  Now, two months later, Linda was on the phone telling me that Jack Quinn had called our apartment in Los Angeles asking for me. I was in Georgia, almost five thousand miles away, and when I reached him, he asked if I could fly over ASAP and call a few games on the radio for the Hawaii Islanders.


  “A few games?”


  “I have some issues,” he said. “I’d like you to fill in.”


  It turned out his “issues” were that the Islanders announcer, Marty Chase, was in a military reserve unit that had been called to active duty. It wasn’t entirely clear what Chase’s commitments would be, but Quinn was giving me an opportunity to announce some games.


  I was so excited I could have flown home without a plane. I immediately called Chuck in the hotel—he had always known what my dream was, and he was very excited for me. Then I flew home on the first flight the next morning, Augusta to Atlanta to Los
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